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Men of “E” Company, Ninth Infantry, “keeping abreast of the times.”
Photograph courtesy of Florida State Archives.

“THE ROCKING-CHAIR WAR”: VIEWS OF
TAMPA IN THE NEW YORK PRESS DURING 1898
by William A. Lorenzen IV
As the United States made preparations for war with Spain during the spring of 1898, the press
played a significant role in keeping Americans abreast of developments. According to one study,
newspapers in “New York City were the most active and effective in dealing with the Cuban
question.” Once Tampa became the operations base for the war in Cuba, it was the source of
many stories in New York newspapers which sent reporters to cover the scene. However, the
articles that appeared did little to boost Tampa’s reputation In the view of the New York press
corps, Tampa was not so much a city as it was a raw and distastefully sandy bit of geography,
which lacked the infrastructure to provide for over 50,000 troops on their way to Cuba. Unprepared military authorities were responsible for much of the confusion, which resulted in part
from repeated postponement of the scheduled embarkation for Cuba. Indeed, at one point in
May, military inactivity led Richard Harding Davis, a correspondent for the New York Herald, to
refer to “the rocking-chair period of the war,” emphasizing how officers passed their time on the
veranda of the Tampa Bay Hotel.1
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The prominence of the New York press reflected the power and influence of its audience. New
York City was the most populated and industrialized city in the United States in the 1890s. It was
also the battleground of the fabled newspaper wars of the late nineteenth century which came in
the wake of much improved printing press technology and the conversion from expensive rag
pulp to cheaper wood pulp paper. These changes enabled mass distribution of cheaper papers.
The Spanish-American War and events leading up to it provided an opportunity for the “new
school” of journalism that sought to capture a mass audience by use of “popular features and
sensational appeals.”2 This approach represented a departure from the traditional editorial reserve
of New York papers. Contributing to the new sensationalism of newspapers was the fierce
competition for readers in the New York market. This rivalry pitted the New York Journal of
William Randolph Hearst against the New York World of Joseph Pulitzer, but other papers like
the New York Times also fought for readers, especially during the Spanish-American War.
In May and June 1898, correspondents for New York newspapers found Tampa to be a harsh,
alien environment made chaotic by waves of incoming military personnel. The New York press
gave little consideration to the customs, industries, or daily lives of Tampa’s permanent
residents, who numbered around 15,000. The city’s largest industry, cigar manufacturing,
received only passing reference in the New York papers. This occurred in June when a New York
Times reporter attempted to photograph the interior of a cigar factory while accompanied by an
army officer. As the reporter tried to take a picture, “a score of Spanish cigar makers... left their
benches, some starting toward the stairway and some toward the doors. They had made up their
minds that if that officer was going to arrest another spy it was time to disappear, to keep out of
bad company.”3
Most of the New York press disdainfully described Tampa’s primitive conditions. Although
reporters admired the Tampa Bay Hotel, now the University of Tampa, with its intricately grand
construction and Moorish minarets glinting in the southern sun, they depicted the surrounding
town as sparse and inadequate. The same was said of Tampa’s life line, the overburdened and
thus unreliable South Florida railroad of Henry B. Plant, which had only a single track leading
from Tampa to Port Tampa.
According to New York correspondents, the hastily constructed military camps in and around
Tampa were in a “sorry state” with the ground “thickly covered with palmetto roots” and roads
that were “dirty, sandy and impassable.”4 Reporters also complained about the climate. A
journalist from the New York Times wrote that “from the cloudless sky pours a flood of light as
brilliant and burning as molten brass, and from the waste of sand, white and gleaming, comes a
heating glare as dazzling as if each grain of sand were a refracting mirror.”5 In such an
atmosphere, the troops’ “spirits were sinking under the depressing toil and heat.”6 The only relief
came at night with the “freedom to roam over the little city and explore its half dozen points of
interest; a turn about the big hotel and its flower-burdened grounds; a glance at the queer mixture
of fashionable and martial life that war has thrown together here in its crucible.”7
In an example of journalist spin, newspapermen presented most hardships as proof of soldiers’
toughness. Although the troops confronted numerous difficulties, they quickly adjusted to
conditions, according to reporters. One wrote that “the volunteers even when they are a picked
lot of men as in the Seventy-first New York, are plainly not in the condition for hard work in the
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The Tampa Bay Hotel as pictured in 1898.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

open fields.” Coming “fresh from banks, counting rooms, and law offices,” they “suffer in this
climate.”8 However, their morale remained high, and “the men have drilled and worked with as
great assiduity and enthusiasm as if war were the one aim of life.”9 New York readers were
reassured that their troops were “rapidly becoming acclimated, and when the time for leaving
comes, a bronzed and trained lot of men will break camp and embark.”10 The New York Times
reported that “the regular troops of the United States are as superb a body of men as could be
found in the world. They are athletic, seasoned to hardship, alert and spirited.”11 The New York
Herald ran a story about “suffering” by the troops, but it quickly carried a follow-up that
attributed the story to “a few disgruntled men, who seek every opportunity for the dissemination
of unreliable reports.”12
Some papers clearly sought to maintain popular support for the war, while satisfying military
and business interests, including their own circulation. The Herald stated that “of all the untrue
stories circulated by the sensational papers, there have been few more cruel than those declaring
that the volunteers here are suffering from ill health and from want of proper food. Such stories
are without the slightest foundation and only serve to make unhappy the friends of the volunteers
. . . . The truth is the men are lavishly fed.”13 In another obvious effort to reassure readers, the
New York Evening Post announced on June 10 that “rations, supplies, and equipment continue to
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A military kitchen shows the primitive conditions that existed in some camps in Tampa.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

pour in. Nearly all the volunteers are now uniformed, and the work of equipping them goes
steadily on. There is now no complaint about rations.”14
However, some journalists continued to dissent from this optimistic view. For example,
Harper’s Weekly ran a piece by a well-known reporter of the day, Poultney Bigelow, who
decried the poor conditions of troops and wondered why officials had selected so unfit a location
as Tampa to encamp an army.15 Privately, Richard Harding Davis expressed similar misgivings.
In a letter to his brother, Davis wrote of his reluctance to submit stories to his editors that were in
any way negative, and he confessed that conditions in Tampa were poor enough that he “could
go on for pages, but it has to be written later. . . [I]f I started to tell the truth at all, it would do no
good, and it would open up a hell of an outcry from all of the families of the boys who have
volunteered.”16
In an apparent effort to avoid controversy, New York newspapers focused on the exotic. They
featured stories of captured alligators as company mascots and reports that the “Rough Riders
will play polo in Cuba,” once they “get the Dons subjugated sufficiently to make them
understand the beauties of the game.” Other features told of such intrigues as the Ninth Infantry’s
plan to spy on the enemy by using special kites, each of which was to be fitted with “an aerial
adjustable camera, with a clever time clock release attachment, a set of army standard signals
and box reels, upon which the half-mile long and specially manufactured kite cord is wound.”18
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New York volunteers waiting for transport to Port Tampa.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

Catchy headlines also emphasized unusual events, such as the New York Journal’s declaration
that “Tampa is a Poor Place for a Stray Chicken.” This story featured a letter from a hardy
trooper, saying “we have enough food – when we can get it – such as it is....[We] have to steal a
stray chicken now and then to make out a meal.”19 Unsavory incidents were alluded to, but in a
rather innocuous way that made them sound more akin to boyish rough housing. The New York
Evening Post wrote that “there was much disorder in the worst parts of town and outside the city
limits raiding of liquor saloons and cheap theaters, affrays, and wild shootings.” But the article
stressed, “In the main part of the town the soldiers behaved in an orderly manner.”20
Shining briefly on Tampa, the national spotlight generally presented the little city in an
unfavorable light. Nevertheless, for several months Tampa held center stage. The excerpts from
the New York Times that follow give a flavor of the coverage Tampa received during the
preparation of the invasion force. The datelines show that the Times sent a correspondent to
Tampa soon after April 11, 1898, when President William McKinley asked Congress for
authority to intervene in Cuba and military authorities began looking for a port to launch the
expedition. Reports from Tampa continued to appear until mid-June when U.S. troops finally
embarked for Cuba. During the “rocking-chair period of the war,” as Richard Harding Davis
referred to the weeks of waiting in Tampa, millions of Americans read about preparations for
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war and life in the Tampa Bay area. The following excerpts of press coverage are reproduced
verbatim from the New York Times.
                 

TAMPA PREPARES FOR TROOPS
Tampa, Fla., April 16. Tampa is preparing for the arrival of the seven regiments of United
States troops ordered to report here. Since it became positively known that they had been ordered
to Tampa and that they might remain here for an indefinite period, the matter of finding a
suitable camping ground has been agitating the military authorities of this place, who, it is
expected, will be called upon by the (quartermaster’s Department of the army to assist in
procuring a suitable and convenient site for the camp ground.
Three available places within close proximity to the city proper, to the railway depots, and to
water communication have been selected, and it now remains with the Quartermaster sent in
advance of the troops to decide between them. One of the places is a high point on Hillsborough
Bay known as Ballast Point, where boats drawing twelve feet of water can land, and which is
less than a quarter of a mile from the deep-water channel. Here there is also a splendid camp
ground of more than 100 acres level and clear, having on it plenty of the best water obtainable in
Florida.
One of the other places is the old Fort Brooke reservation, which until the last few months was
the property of the Government and which has been used during all previous emergencies for the
accommodation of soldiers stationed here. Since the Government threw open the reservation for
settlement it has been considerably built up, and is now in the heart of Tampa and on the tracks
of the Florida Central and Peninsula Railroad, one of the chief transportation lines reaching
Tampa from the North.
The third available site is DeSoto Park, to the north of the city about a mile and possessing
both water and rail facilities. The arrival of the advance Quartermaster is expected hourly, and
when the selection is made it will be prepared immediately for occupancy by the soldiers.
Photographers representing several newspapers are busy taking views. The news of the issuance
of the order for the troops to report here has greatly excited the citizens of the place, who believe
now for the first time that war is really imminent.
The citizens are almost unanimously in favor of a war, notwithstanding that Tampa is thus far
wholly unprotected and until fortifications are completed would be at the mercy of a hostile fleet.
Thus the announcement that a strong garrison is en route here has had a most salutary effect.
This part of Florida is alive with patriotic men who will avail themselves of an opportunity to
enlist in their country’s service. New York Times, April 17, 1898.
TAMPA TURNED INTO A CAMP
Tampa, Fla., April 22. Tampa has been changed from a quiet city of civilians to a veritable
military post. Everywhere uniforms and brass buttons are conspicuous. The streets, hotels, clubs,
and cafes are filled with soldiers. All last night and today trains have been arriving, filled with
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General Wade and his staff in front of the Tampa Bay Hotel.
Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

troops from the West, North, and East, so that to-night more than 3,000 of the men are in camp
.... Thus far no drill or routine work has been done on account of the confusion by the continual
arrival of troops.
Gen. Wade21 and his staff have established permanent headquarters at the Tampa Bay Hotel,
and thus far they have visited the camp but once....
Meanwhile the soldiers are enjoying themselves as only soldiers can. Already they have
penetrated every corner of Tampa and are the apparent owners of the city. The officers have been
elected honorary members of the leading social clubs and are thoroughly at home. The cock
fights, bulldog fights, and wildcat fights which constitute one of the chief amusements of the
Spanish and Cuban elements, have appealed to them also, as well as have the other sports
enjoyed by them....
It is very doubtful if Gen. Wade himself knows anything definite about how long the troops
will be here. New York Times, April 23, 1898.
WITH THE TROOPS IN TAMPA
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Tampa, Fla., April 27. The big nameless camp
of United States regulars is now the centre of
attraction for all South Florida, and excursions are
being run from many places in this and adjoining
States, and thousands of persons are attracted by
the novelty of having an army in the
South...Ammunition and war supplies of all kinds,
together with an enormous quantity of coal are on
the docks in the warehouse. ...The officers who are
close to the sources of information say that there is
no longer any doubt that from twenty to thirty
thousand more troops, regulars, and volunteers,
will be encamped in Tampa within the next two
weeks. At present everything points to this as a
fact....
Gen. Wade has effectually established a press
censorship here, so far as news of an official
nature is concerned. This general order to remain
mum is far-reaching in its effect, so that nothing in
the matter of orders is known or can be
ascertained until they are given to the world in the
regular routine.
Clara Barton, head of the Red Cross.
From a social standpoint the camp and the
headquarters have been exceedingly dull, but on
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
Saturday night Commodore and Mrs. [Henry] B.
Plant will give an elaborate reception and ball in
honor of Gen. Wade and the other officers. This affair is expected to break the ice, and begin a
gay, though limited, military season.... New York Times, April 28, 1898.

CLARA BARTON IN TAMPA
Miss Clara Barton22 of the Red Cross Society arrived here to-night from Washington, and she,
with the entire Red Cross force, will leave Tampa to-morrow for Key West. New York Times,
April 28, 1898.
Gen. Wade and his staff made an official call to-day on Miss Clara Barton and they had an
important conference of half an hour. The exact nature of it is not known, but Miss Barton
admitted that her future movements were concerned in it. To-night Miss Barton and those of the
society who were with her left on the steamship Mascotte for Key West. New York Times, April
29, 1898.
ACTION EXPECTED AT TAMPA
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One of the many military camps on the outskirts of Tampa.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

Tampa, Fla., May 1. The army of invasion will leave Tampa for Cuba, it is believed here, on
Wednesday next. Such is the programme as unofficially announced at the headquarters and in the
camp.... The steamers of the Plant Steamship Company, which are to assist in the transportation
of the troops are all now here and have up steam....
The arrival of troops has been the order of to-day.... The total number of troops now here will
exceed 7,000, most of them comprising infantry commands.... Sunday has been unusually quiet
in the three camps where the men are located. The strictest discipline is enforced, and the men
are not allowed far from their camps. About twenty thousand of the people of this and adjoining
cities have visited the camps today. New York Times, May 2, 1898.
TROOPS MOVING ON TAMPA
Tampa, May 2. To-night all of the mules, wagons, and heavy equipage of the camp in this city
has been ordered to Port Tampa ready and convenient for shipment to Cuba. This fact is not
known outside of the camp. The railroad authorities who are to transport them are under the
strictest orders to give out no information. Thousands of troops, artillery, cavalry, and infantry,
have arrived in the past twenty-four hours, and the city is one great military post swarming with
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Cuban Volunteers, including many Tampa cigarmakers, prepared to embark for Cuba.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

troops from every part of the Union, all eager for and expecting an early invasion of Cuba. There
are now all told within the three established camps more than 10,000 troops, and 6,000 more are
expected to arrive within the next two or three days. Their departure, if it is made at all, can
hardly be made before Sunday, it is now thought, as it is impossible for a sufficient number of
the chartered transports to arrive.... The belief that the army of invasion would be able to leave
Tampa on Wednesday was based on the supposition that the transports would have reached
Tampa before this. This has been dispelled by the information that the most important of the
transports has been detained en route....
Two hundred native Cubans who have been quietly enlisted in New York City by Gen. Julio
Sanguily23 arrived in Tampa to-night. They will be formed into a cavalry regiment and under the
leadership of the famous Cuban who enlisted them will probably embark for Cuba with the
American troops. The rest of the regiment will be made up of Cubans from Tampa and vicinity.
Dr. Guido Castillo [?], who was in charge, was met at the railway station by 3,000 Cubans,
representing every element of Cubans in Tampa. He was at once driven to his hotel, and the
followers marched up the principal street of the city amid the hurrahs of the thousands of soldiers
and citizens who were congregated on the street to bid them welcome. Gen. Núñez24 will return
from Key West to-night or to-morrow and will complete the organization of his regiment which
is expected to leave Tampa in a few days for Cuba.
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Transports at Port Tampa awaiting the loading of troops for Cuba.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

The fortifications at Egmont and Mullet Keys, commanding the south channel of Tampa Bay,
and on which work has been rapidly pushed, are now practically complete, and ready for the
mounting of the guns. Most of these, it is said, will be the 8-inch calibre... New York Times, May
3, 1898.
TROOPS HELD AT TAMPA
Tampa, Fla., May 6. The movement of troops here is check by orders from Washington.
Everything rests in doubt except that the President does not favor any hurried movement of the
land forces against Cuba....
One hears it frequently remarked that the hurried preparations of 70,000,000 of people which
have now extended over a period of two months ought to have something more to show than
6,000 men camped on this torrid sand pile with orders to wait indefinitely. It would not take
much more to give to the whole plan of movement the semblance of opera bouffe and to dispirit
the fine body of officers and men that has been assembled here for the deliverance of Cuba....
Seven transport boats are now at Port Tampa, and soon will be in readiness for the loading of
the troops.... “The time of sailing will be made known to everybody,” said Gen. Shafter to-day.
“This is too big an expedition to get away in a hurry. When the time comes everyone will be
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notified.”...Many visitors are pouring into town to see the military pageantry. New York Times,
May 7, 1898.
CUBANS READY FOR INVASION
Mr. Plant made a half festival of the day and military bands gave concerts at the port....
Gen. Castillo reports the Cuban forces here as being nearly 800 strong and full of spirit. They
were, he said, to have been supplied with arms to-day, but they waited in vain at Cespedes Hall
[in West Tampa] for them. The Cubans are to get their guns to-morrow, it is said, but will not be
supplied with ammunition until they are aboard ship. They are very anxious to go to Cuba....
There was quite an exciting and patriotic scene at Cespedes Hall in the afternoon. Three hundred
Cuban ladies met to christen the two regiments that have been raised here. They voted upon
names, and the regiments were christened El Junco and El Maine. There was a sharp contest
between those who favored the name of El Maine and those who wanted the regiment called
Nestor Aranguren. One hundred and forty-seven voted for Aranguren, and 148 for El Maine. The
women then voted to call the brigade the Nestor Aranguren in honor of the martyred Cuban hero.
Women wept over the memories awakened by the event and the presence of the fathers of both
Junco and Aranguren added pathos to the scene.
After a careful investigation the Medical Corps here reports almost an entire absence of
sickness among the troops. It was greatly feared that the soldiers who came from the extreme
Northwest would fall ill under the hot sun, but they have remained perfectly healthy and strong.
Some of the regiments left the Northwest during snowstorms and reached here a few days later in
a temperature of 94 degrees in the shade. All of the men and horses have apparently suffered no
inconvenience from the heat. New York Times, May 9, 1898.
TWO COMPANIES LEAVE TAMPA
Tampa, Fla., May 10. The first invasion force of American troops left for Cuba at 2 this
afternoon on the Steamer Gussie. It consisted of Companies E and G of the First Infantry, and
the twenty Cubans who go with them. New York Times, May 12, 1898.
IMPATIENCE AT TAMPA
Tampa, Fla., May 11. The movement to Cuba does not seem as near to-day as it did yesterday
....Whenever a movement seems about to be made an order comes from Washington checking it,
and so day after day the pendulum swings between enthusiasm and discouragement....
Camp life here is not a recreation by any means. The soldiers for the most part are stationed on
barren sand wastes where the heat and glare are almost unendurable. Cubans declare that the
discomforts are no greater than they would be Cuba. There is no shade at the artillery and cavalry
camps near Tampa. There is not a regiment that would not prefer going to Cuba at once to
waiting here in the heat and sand glare and monotonous inaction. Neither officers nor men can
understand the cause of delay....
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Wash day at a camp located in Port Tampa City.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

The transport Orizaba came into Port Tampa to-day. This makes nine large vessels ready for
the embarkation of the troops. The Florida has been set aside for use of the 800 Cubans under
Gen. Lacret.25 The Florida is one of the Plant Line boats chartered by the Government. It has
taken on a large cargo of Springfield rifles and ammunition, and may leave with a command of
Cuban volunteers at any hour.
The most vigorous movement the army of invasion has yet made is now in progress in the
ballroom of the Tampa Bay Hotel. Dozens of officers are waltzing with the ladies of Tampa, who
are giving a reception at the hotel, and with a few fair Cuban refugees. The scene is a brilliant
one and very far removed from war. An officer remarked that the scene was at least military
looking, as even the ladies were in arms. New York Times, May 12, 1898.
GEN. WADE LOOKING FOR A CAMP
Tampa, Fla., May 15. Gen. Wade and part of his staff left here this afternoon for Jacksonville.
It is given out here that his purpose is to select a site for a large encampment, as the water supply
here has proved insufficient for the troops. A site has already been established at Lakeland, thirty
miles northeast of Tampa, where there is abundance of water. The 14,000 soldiers here are taxing
the water supply, it is said, to its limit. New York Times, May 16, 1898.
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Massachusetts Volunteers encamped at Lakeland.
Photograph of Lakeland Public Library Special Collections.

CAMPS ENLARGING AT TAMPA
Tampa, Fla., May 17. Gen. Shafter is again in command of the army corps at this camp....
From the 6,000 men that composed the army when Gen. Wade took command, the force has
grown to 14,000 or 16,000, not counting the volunteers, most of whom are now, however, at
Lakeland....
All movements looking to immediate departure have been checked, and the troops are working
hard at their drills and camp duties, as if war was not at all near. There is great complaint among
the troops as to the kind of water they have to drink and the kind of clothes they have to wear.
The water is said to be a large extent mixed with oil and is unpalatable and not healthful.
When a complaint was made lodged on this ground it is said that one of the officers remarked
that its endurance would be beneficial and proper to prepare for a campaign in Cuba. The water
is not sufficient in quantities either. It is said that the troops may be removed from Port Tampa
because of the difficulty of furnishing them with an ample supply of pure water.
The clothing the troops are now wearing is very heavy and uncomfortable. It is thick enough
for Canada, and in this climate, where the heat of the sun is simply terrific, the troops suffer
discomfort and are enfeebled. The new light uniforms are not yet available. Only a few of the
officers have got light clothing, and that at personal expense....
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The troops here are so healthy that out of 10,000 only 139, or less than 2 per cent, are on the
sick list. New York Times, May, 18, 1898.
CENSORSHIP AT TAMPA
Tampa, Fla., May 17. A press censorship will be established here tomorrow. The censorship
will apply only to dispatches relative to the movements and plans of expeditions. No censor will
be appointed, but the telegraph company has been instructed not to send matter exposing military
movements and plans over its wires. All correspondents here have also been instructed not to
send information of expeditions before they are successfully landed in Cuba. New York Times,
May 18, 1898.
SCENES IN THE CITY OF TAMPA
Dwellers in Northern cities at this time of excitement on the Southern coast have little or no
idea of the excitement that prevails in the Florida cities, and particularly in those that are centres
of military operations. What a huge thing the army is when it is brought together, yet how small
is it when compared to the standing armies of other nations! The vast expanse of ground covered
by camps, the limitless number of horses, wagons, and men needed to move an army, or even a
regiment, can better be described by photographs than by mere words. To a civilian who has
never been in an army camp, the bivouac of four or five regiments looks as if countless
thousands of soldiers were quartered there. To the experienced eye of the General, however, the
smallness of the real force and the magnitude of paraphernalia necessary to its use is more
readily apparent.
In Tampa, in Port Tampa, and in Port Tampa City, during the last two or three weeks,
everything has been of warlike character. Throngs of people surround the headquarters of the
officers, eager for any item or atom of news that may be overhead or dropped. At the newspaper
offices other crowds gather, to discuss the meagre bulletins set forth on glaring sheets of colored
paper. Other crowds content themselves with reading telegrams pasted in a frame, which frame
was once a deck skylight of the lamented battleship Maine. Dark scowls lurk upon the faces of
American men as Spanish is heard spoken all around them. Whether by Cuban or Spanish
refugee, even the musical language is hated. A mere suspicion that a man may be a Spanish spy
would be enough to cause his life to end suddenly here, for this is a cosmopolitan city where men
of all classes meet, and where only one political or national feeling is permitted to exist – a love
for the Stars and Stripes.
In the night on the sandy streets, small groups of men are seen together. They are not of the
better class, for the camp follower has already attached himself to the gathering army, and will
ply his trade, no matter in what manner, to his personal gain. All alike are friends to his face, or
he to theirs, but he will rob a soldier or a Spaniard in the night time, with equal grace and
abandon. Two of this class came together the other night. One shot the other. The wounded man
snatched a pistol from a passing colored soldier’s belt and killed his assailant. The soldiers,
thinking they were attacked, and knowing the character of the men in the locality of their camp,
opened fire, shooting over the heads of the gathering crowd. They killed or wounded no one, but,
had one of their own been a weeding out of “bad men” that would have been a great good to this
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Troops in Lakeland reading news about the naval battle in the Philippines.
Photograph courtesy of Lakeland Public Library Special Collections.

community. The soldiers were, of course, arrested, as the innocent party always is down here.
Threats have been made to murder the army by wholesale by means of poisoned water. The
tanks which supply the city with its water, and from which the soldiers also get their quota, are
accessible, and only a few days ago an attempt at poisoning these tanks was reported to the
police and to the military authorities. Happily, it was proved to be a false alarm, but the mere
suggestion that it carried was sufficient to show the soldiers how easily their lives might have
been sacrificed. The saloons do not do as good as business as they had hoped to do. The morals
of the regular army is far better than is generally imagined. In olden times, or just after the war, it
was the custom for the enlisted men to drink everything, from canteen whisky to hair
restoratives. Happily, however, this is no longer true, and the enlisted man has the pride of his
regiment or his troop or company more at heart than was the case in former years. But this is not
written with a view to being taken as a sermon on the army, rather than a description of the
scenes in this section of the country, almost at Spain’s front door.
The City of Tampa proper has a population of about 5,000 [sic] souls. It is the centre of the
cigar manufacturing industry, which has been constantly removing from Key West for several
years. It is poor in architecture, poor in population, and worse as regards streets and highways
than any city I have yet seen. It is impossible to drive half a mile out of the town in a carriage.
The wheels will simply mire in the soft white sea sand. It is almost unlighted at night, and its
business houses, with only a few notable exceptions, are far below what one would expect to see
in a city of its size. New York Times Illustrated Magazine, May 15, 1898.
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An officer on a sandy street in Tampa.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

PRESS CENSOR MORE RIGID
Tampa, Fla., May 31. Capt. J.E. Brady of the Signal Service at Washington, who has been
appointed censor for the State of Florida, with the exception of Key West, arrived in Tampa
to-day and at once assumed his new duties. Capt. Brady will make his headquarters at Tampa.
The censorship hereafter will be extremely rigid, and any news pertaining to the movements of
the troops to or from Tampa or information of any kind that might be of service to the Spanish
Government will not be permitted to be sent out. The censorship has been extended to private
telegrams. New York Times, June 1, 1898.
TERRIFIC HEAT AT TAMPA
Tampa, Fla., May 18. The heat endured by the troops here is more trying, according to officers
from the west and refugees from Cuba, than they would have to endure in a campaign against
Havana. After several days’ experience in the arid sand wastes in which the army of invasion has
pitched its tents, an officer who had campaigned in the Alkali Plains said: “This kills Arizona.”
Gen. Shafter said to-day that it is worse here than anything he had ever experienced in the hot
valleys of California. He said although the mercury rises sometimes to 110 degrees in California,
the ninety-odd degrees here are far more exhausting and enfeebling. Cubans say that the breezes
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Cavalrymen and their mounts cooling off in Tampa Bay.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

that sweep Cuba keep it cool and wholesome, and Dr. Guiteras pronounces its climate and ideal
one and paradisal in comparison with this part of Florida. When the breeze dies here – and it has
a habit of doing so in the hottest hours of the day – then the heat is fearful.
Several of the Seventy-first Troop have been prostrated by the heat. Gen. Shafter is now
arranging to establish camps at Dade City, Plant City, and other points near here, where there is
more water and more shade. New York Times, May 19, 1898.
PITCHING TENTS AT TAMPA
Tampa, Fla., May 19. Orders are issued to-day that indicate further postponement of the
invasion of Cuba. The artillery which has been stationed at Port Tampa for some time has been
ordered to Tampa. The reasons assigned for this change in the position of the corps are that the
rainy season is about to set in here, and as the camp of the artillery is pitched on low ground
sickness might ensue, and that the water supply is inadequate and expensive.... Such permanent
arrangements seem to indicate still a longer stay here than has been expected.... All is now in
readiness, as all the transports are lined up at the docks at Port Tampa, gangplanks are laid, and
the men could march aboard in a very short time....
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It is reported that Gen. Shafter will soon pitch his tent with the troops. Officers who are
camping declare that it is far more comfortable living in the open air in this hot weather than in
hotels or residences. At night they find it cool enough for cover, and the temperature even in the
day, except when there is no breeze, is not very uncomfortable. New York Times, May, 20, 1898.
SCENES AT PORT TAMPA
The little settlement of Port Tampa, Florida, for several years used as a terminus for the
Savannah, Florida and Western Railroad and the Plant Steamship Line to Key West, has been in
the throes of continuous excitement for three weeks, owing to the proximity of the forces of the
United States Army. Her usual humdrum existence has been entirely changed, her docks are
lined with transport ships, her coaling elevators are filled with thousands of tons of coal,
uniformed officers and men swarm on the piers, and an army of workmen find employment there
transforming the ships into transports. The Dock Master never had so much to do in his life
before.... Over toward the east of Port Tampa docks, on Picnic Island, glisten the conical peaks
of the First Infantry camp, pitched in the shadiest, coolest, and most picturesque spot to be found
in all the country round about. In the harbor, anchored about a mile off shore, are other
blackhulled steamships, coaled and provisioned, ready to receive the soldiers as soon as the army
shall receive its orders to invade Cuba. New York Times Illustrated Magazine, May 22, 1898.
This great city of tents at Tampa has been growing so rapidly during the past two weeks that it
is now impossible to see it all in a single day, if one hopes to devote any time in the various
camps. The sleepy little town, which for a century has sweltered in the sun and sand, has
experienced such an awakening as its staid inhabitants never dreamed possible, and had done
more business in the last two months than ever before in its history.
On all sides of it, and down the long neck of sand which stretches to the Gulf, and ends at Port
Tampa, the white tents of the cavalry, infantry, and artillery dot the landscape, or glimmer like
clouds amid the dark green foliage of the pine trees. The population of this tented city is more
than 15,000. New York Times Illustrated Magazine, May 29, 1898.
TAMPA IN TIME OF WAR
Tampa, Fla., May 19. This city, and, indeed, the entire State of Florida, is enjoying the pomp
and circumstance of glorious war without the accompanying chapter of horrors. When war
became imminent, members of Congress from the South deplored the commencement of
hostilities because, they said, war would bring to this already impoverished region only
additional distress and loss of life. The reverse has proved to be the effect of war. The South has
found her opportunity in the present National crisis. Not only has war with a foreign power and
in the cause of humanity removed many invisible but enduring sources of ill-feeling between the
sections, but it has given to the South a season of commercial prosperity. Instead of having her
coast cities bombarded and her seaboard harried by Spanish ships, she has had to open her
coffers for an inflow of money that has sought her markets for the purchase of supplies for a
half-dozen great bivouacs of an army in peace. Instead of having her sons slaughtered on
battlefields in Cuba or by the more deadly scourge of fever, she has had to welcome thousands of
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Regimental headquarters of Indiana volunteers at Port Tampa City
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

soldiers from the East, North, and West who are pouring their pay money into Southern pockets
as fast as the Government puts it into theirs.
War has thus far, therefore, proved an unalloyed blessing. It is such a peaceful,
war-ranted-not-to-kill sort of war. We might advertise as specialists in this kind of hostilities and
announce to the world: “Turbulent colonies removed from the hands of tyrants free from pain” –
to ourselves. Cuba can be freed from Spanish dominion by the very simple process of leaving the
matter as it stands – keeping other Spaniards away and leaving those that are on the island to
slow but sure annihilation by the Cuban machete, that bides its opportunity to slay, and by the
pestilence, which waits for no opportunity, but slays unceasingly. While such warfare is waged
in Cuba and our mighty camps are maintained at Chickamauga, New Orleans, Mobile, Lakeland,
and Tampa, the South enjoys one of the few blessings of war – the provisioning of a great army.
This, besides the glare of uniforms and gold braid and the fanfare of trumpets, is all that this part
of the country knows of war.
But who would cavil at this result? By war the South was devastated and ruined. It would seem
but poetic justice to have some of her prosperity and importance and some of her martial glory
restored by war. A Lee may yet lead our arms to a far different Appomattox under the walls of
Havana; and the better feeling established by this war for human brotherhood and the stimulus it

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol20/iss1/7

20

Lorenzen: The Rocking-Chair War: Views of Tampa in the New York Press duri

Downtown Tampa in 1898.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

has given to Southern enterprise may result in that New South that will not be Southern, but
National, which has been the dream of a generation of despairing men.
This miracle may be witnessed here by any curious persons who have a penchant for the
miraculous. Samson confounded the Philistines by his fable of life coming from death, but here
this miracle may be seen in its secret processes. Florida goes into a Summer sleep like some kind
of animals in the tropics. This sleep is half death, as the State lives only a few months of the
twelve, and consumes much of this waking period in shaking off its long lethargy. This year
Florida is awake, through and through, from Atlantic to Gulf, and from the Everglades to
Okefinoke Swamp. War has done this by simply establishing camps here and there in the State,
and purchasing every green and dry thing that its people have to sell, and attracting to its hotels
thousands of the curious who want to witness a brilliant military pageant set in the greater
brilliance of an endless expanse of burning, flashing sand, and a cloudless, brazen, fiery heaven.
Tampa has the largest share of this glory and prosperity. It has at one stride taken its place as
the first city of the State, and is somewhat abashed and overcome by its sudden rise to such great
importance. It has not yet been able to adjust itself to its new conditions. It knew what was
coming, but was appalled by the very magnitude of its good fortune. Merchants could have made
large profits and realized more in a few weeks than a year would ordinarily yield them, if they
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had appreciated the situation and prepared for it. As it happened, however, the army that had
been hurried hither without time for supplying itself with many necessary things, the host of
newspaper correspondents that had made practically no preparations, and the flocks of
sight-seers that rushed here precipitately to catch a glimpse of the army that was to capture
Havana, and who have not been able to tear themselves away – all found that the shops did not
have stock enough for the demand of the first one or two days. Even after their shelves had been
stripped of everything, many of the merchants would not take the risk of ordering more articles.
They feared the army would move on and leave Tampa like a sandbank at ebb tide. Purchasers
who could not wait ordered what they wanted by telegraphing to the Northern cities, and so
Tampa has reaped only a part of the golden harvest at its gates. New York Times, May 22, 1898.
HOT WEATHER AT TAMPA
Tampa, Fla., May 24. Despite the fact that sunstroke is unknown under the fierce blaze of the
tropical sun in this part of Florida, many of the unseasoned volunteers are suffering discomforts
from excessive heat and the piercing glare of the sand. One walks here between two fires. From
the cloudless sky the sun pours a flood of light as brilliant and burning as molten brass, and from
the waste of sand, white and gleaming, comes a heating glare as dazzling as if each grain of sand
were a refracting mirror. The skin tingles and burns in this double heat, and the brain becomes
dazed.
To the young volunteers from the Northern States the heat and glare are a severe trial.... To
withstand the effects of such a sudden change from snow to fire, one must needs have, what few
of these young volunteers have, an iron frame. Even the troops from this State, accustomed to
exposure in such suns, are affected by the intense heat, and the hardened soldiers, who have been
seasoned by years of baking and broiling in the alkali deserts, suffer from exhaustion. The glare
pains the eyes also, and produces headache and soreness of the lids, until one is driven to the
awful refuge of smoked glasses.
There have been no fatal results from the heat, however, and the officers are now looking with
keen solicitude after the comfort and health of the troops. The hours of drilling have been
shortened, from three and four a day to an hour and a half, and all exercises are confined to the
early morning or late afternoon. For the rest of the day, lounging or sleeping in the tents, and for
the night freedom to roam over the little city and explore its half dozen points of interest; a turn
about the big hotel and its flower-burdened grounds; a glance at the queer mixture of fashionable
and martial life that war has thrown together here in its crucible – and then more lounging and
sleep under the white tents. New York Times, May 25, 1898.
[RAINY SEASON]
The troops in the various camps to-day had a taste of Cuban weather. This is the rainy season
in Florida, just as it is across the Gulf, and it rains here quite as frequently when the season
begins as it does there. For seven months not a drop of water has fallen in Tampa. But to-day the
floodgates were opened and the rain came down in torrents. It rained steadily for three hours,
drenching men to the skin, soaking tents, and giving the soldiers a taste of what they will
experience later. New York Times, June 2, 1898.
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A medical unit encamped near Tampa.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

THE UNITED STATES COLORED REGULARS
Amid the scenes of preparation for the war, in the great tented city surrounding Tampa, there
were no more interesting camps than those of the colored soldiers of the regular army. None of
them have ever been stationed in the East until now and Eastern people regard them as
curiosities. In the South their color is against them, for the Southern citizen who has a white skin
calls every colored man a “nigger,” no matter whether he be a college graduate, a soldier, or a
roustabout on a steamboat. And further than this, they want to treat them all according to their
own ideas of what is due a “nigger.” There have been some happenings since the colored
regulars came here that have convinced the people of the South that there is a vast difference
between the classes. They have learned to keep hands off, even if they do not respect them, but
never lose a chance, either by word of mouth or through the columns of the local newspapers, to
vent their spleen against the colored man.
In order to see if possible, what difference there is between a white man in a blue uniform and
a black man in the same garb, I have spent several afternoons visiting the camps of the colored
troops. I am familiar with all of the white regiments and fairly so with the colored ones, but
determined to study them a little on my own account.
The Twenty-fourth Infantry was encamped on Tampa Heights. Their location was behind every
other regiment. I don’t know why this was so; perhaps it just happened that way. Col. J.F. Kent
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A skirmish drill by troops encamped at Tampa Heights.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

was in command of the Twenty-fourth when I first visited it at Fort Douglass, Salt Lake City,
Utah, a year or more ago. I noted then that the barracks of the men, while old and of obsolete
pattern, were scrupulously clean and the mess kitchens were perfection. The officers of the
colored regiments are white, of course, but all non-commissioned officers and enlisted men are
colored. I saw them drill, witnessed retreat and dress parade, and saw the men in their quarters.
Everything was soldierly and regulation. They were quick, energetic, painstaking, and thorough
in everything they did, and the esprit de corps in the regiment was second to none in the
service....
The camp at Tampa Heights was on a rolling bit of land, or rather sand – for there isn’t
anything here but sand – and was as picturesque a spot as could be found about here. The tents,
originally erected in perfectly straight military lines, forming company streets, were almost
hidden by bowers and arbors, which the soldiers constructed of palmetto leaves and pine boughs
to break the rays of the broiling sun. The streets were kept perfectly free from rubbish, and from
a sanitary point of view no camp could be better conducted....
Up at reveille in the morning at 5.30, the colored soldier starts in on a busy day. After reveille
and breakfast, if he is not on guard duty, he prepares for drills, which last anywhere from two to
four hours. A substantial, though not epicurean, repast awaits him at 12 o’clock, when mess call
sounds, and after dinner he has a little rest. Later in the afternoon come other drills and duties,
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and a 6 o’clock retreat, which every man not on other duty must attend. His evenings are spent in
camp, except now and again when he is given a pass by his company commander to go to town.
Then he “loosens up a bit,” as the English say, and laughs, smokes and chaffs with others of his
company, or with friends whom he may have made here. That he is a rolsterer, rowdy, or
drunkard, as some of the papers here have tried to make out, is absolutely untrue. He is a good
soldier, an efficient soldier, and one that will fight as long as he can stand on his feet....
The wagon trains of the Ninth Cavalry were in a field near headquarters when I visited the
camp, and I went into a Spanish cigar factory, from the second story of which I made a
photograph. Adjt. Wood was with me. I had just started to make the plate when the proprietor
came in and said: “I don’t know, Senor, if I shall permit you for make the picture of my place.
Do you have ask the permission of authorities?” “This is the Adjutant of the regiment encamped
here,” I replied. “It’s all right, Sir,” guaranteed the Adjutant. “He may make the picture.” By this
time a score of Spanish cigar makers had left their benches, some starting toward the stairway
and some toward the doors. They had, about made up their minds that if that officer was going to
arrest another spy it was time to disappear, to keep out of bad company. This proprietor was
greatly relived when we left. New York Times Illustrated Magazine, June 5, 1898.
THE NEGRO SOLDIERS
[Letter to the Boston Transcript, reprinted in the New York Times]
I like the colored regiments but they are having a hard row to hoe here. They are conscious that
a difference is made between them and the white soldiers and they do not think this is fair. They
say they are going to fight for their country, and fight just as hard as any white man will, and are
willing to die just as freely, and they want to be treated just the same as white soldiers are. But
that will never be in a Southern town. Even the grogshops shut their doors against them – that is,
the white grogshops do. Here and there in Tampa one sees the sign, “Colored Bar” – and it is
only there that the negro defender of his country can buy a drink. After he had become somewhat
inflamed with such liquor as he obtains here, it is little wonder that, when joined by several of his
fellows, he attempts to force an entrance to a “white bar” and then an affray is likely to follow,
and the whole black soldiery, which really contains few bad men, gains a bad reputation. As a
result of the, affrays which have taken place, the black soldiers are kept very closely in the
camps. One seldom sees any of them on the streets now. The Bible does not say that Ham shall
not drink in the rumshops of Japheth, but the prohibition is nevertheless piously enforced in
Tampa. Perhaps sometimes the colored soldier is unduly afraid that he will be humiliated, and is
as a result unduly self-assertive. I have seen some signs of that. And yet, as I have said he has a
hard row to hoe. New York Times, May 13, 1898.
MR. ROOSEVELT AT TAMPA
Tampa, Fla., June 2. Theodore Roosevelt and his “rough riders” reached Tampa to-day. They
came from Lakeland. The regiment is mounted splendidly, and full of spirit. Col. Wood and
Lieut. Col. Roosevelt, as well as the officers and men, are very anxious to go to Cuba with the
first expedition. The arrival of the “rough riders” created a decided sensation in Tampa, and as
much so among army men as among citizens. New York Times, June 3, 1898.
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ROOSEVELT’S ROUGH RIDERS
Tampa, Fla., June 3. Roosevelt’s Rough Riders have captured Tampa and form the centre of
military interest here. The Western “cow-punchers” and the New York society men all look alike
in their brown canvas uniforms with yellow stripes. New York Times, June 4, 1898.
ROOSEVELT’S ROUGH RIDERS AT TAMPA
If the Spanish military authorities in Havana could get a momentary glimpse of a regiment of
soldiers encamped in the sand at west Tampa they would see one of the numerous sights
calculated to cause them uneasiness. Col. Roosevelt’s Rough Riders are there to the number of
1,000, and they certainly deserve the name that has been given them. They are not “roughs” by
any manner of means, but they are rough, nevertheless, and will play rough when they get a
chance at the enemy. They don’t know a great deal about the manual of arms, as practiced by the
American army, and they can’t load a rifle and fire it with the trained regulation of a veteran
soldier. But they can handle a Winchester with a swiftness and deadly precision that is
astounding, and what they can’t accomplish with that weapon their heavy six-shooters will take
care of. They are not men selected and graded as to size, weight, soundness of teeth, and waist
measurements. Some of them weigh close to 200 pounds; others won’t tip the beam at over 100.
But the little fellows, grizzled by years of exposure on the Western frontier, are as tough as pine
knots, and can shoot as fast and as straight as a man who weighs three times as much....
They are a picturesque, devil-may-care lot of hardy men, whose hearts are in the right places,
and whose hospitality is as broad as the limits of the earth. Their language is sometimes more
picturesque than polite to be sure, but they are used to emphasizing their remarks when
obedience is not immediately forthcoming. They have a wholesome disregard for rules and
regulations and books on field instruction. They haven’t much use for junior Lieutenants of the
army as a rule, and particularly for those of State regiments. But they uphold their officers, in
everything they say or do.
The camp of the Rough Riders lies directly west of the town of Tampa, in an open sand flat,
where the sun beats down all day with the heat of a furnace. Any regiment of volunteers camped
there, without shade, and without tents, would die off like sheep. But these hardy fellows inured
to heat, cold, and exposure in Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas, never think of making a
complaint about their camping places. New York Times Illustrated Magazine, June 19, 1898.
GUARDING WATER AT TAMPA
Two Spaniards Believed to be Trying to Poison Soldiers.
Tampa, Fla., June 10. The greater portion of the water being used on board the vessels in the
harbor has been obtained from a spring lake across the bay at St. Petersburg. This water is piped
down to the docks and is readily loaded on the boats. The actions of two strangers who upon
investigation proved to be Spaniards has excited considerable suspicion, and they are being
watched. They have driven out toward this lake, and it has been decided that precautionary steps
shall at once be taken. With this in view, a company will be dispatched over the bay to guard the
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lake as well as the tanks supplied from it. In the meantime the stranger will be taken into
custody.
Last night a Corporal of the National Guard of the District of Columbia was severely injured
by unknown persons. It is though his skull is fractured. New York Times, June 11, 1898.
THE EMBARKATION OF THE TROOPS
Tampa, Fla., June 11. The army of invasion is now embarked on a large fleet of swift
transports.
The first official notification that the time for a movement had arrived came in the form of a
general order posted on May 31. The embarkation assumed definite shape on Monday afternoon,
June 6, when the honor of embarking first was given to the First United States Infantry, Major
Gen. Shafter’s old command, a regiment famous in the history of the army. As the regiment
marched down the long pier at Port Tampa with their band playing they caused the most intense
enthusiasm.
During the balance of that afternoon and until daylight next morning the movement was
resumed with the utmost vigor. All during Tuesday the wharves were a moving mass of excited
humanity. New York Times, June 12, 1898.
BREAKING CAMP AT TAMPA
On Board the Olivette, Port Tampa Harbor, June 8. After nearly two months of somewhat
theatric bustle and noise, and the movement of troops hither and thither, and after a dozen orders
from Washington and elsewhere to be ready to start at once, which orders were countermanded
as rapidly as they were made, the army of invasion has got itself into a fleet of transports and has
moved a few feet out into the bay.
The troops had been concentrated at Tampa for weeks. Their white tents lay like a pigmy city,
squat amid the glaring sand waste. The heat and the labor of drilling in the soft sand were
enervating them, and their spirits were sinking under the depressing toil and heat and mysterious
delay....
Tuesday there was in the air that un-named feeling that something was to be done or attempted
soon. Before night troops were moving, they knew not where or why, but instantly every one
was convinced that the long-expected advance on Cuba had begun. Later there was a general
rush for Port Tampa and the transports. The army was certainly on the march....
At once there was indescribable confusion. It was not the mere stir and bustle that must
accompany even the most exact movements of an army, and which may readily be mistaken for
confusion. It was confusion, unmistakable confusion.
There is one railway and one wagon road between Tampa and Port Tampa. The distance is
short, not more than nine miles; but they are nine miles of sand, and the wagons sink a foot and

Published by Scholar Commons, 1998

27

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 20 [1998], Iss. 1, Art. 7

Troops loading trains for the trip to Port Tampa.
Photograph courtesy of Florida State Archives.

more in the clogging white powder that has been ground beneath wheels and hoofs for weeks.
The railway was soon blocked, despite the fact that only military trains were run. Cars filled with
soldiers or supplies, ammunition, and guns, stood on every sidetrack, and it was almost
impossible to get even an engine through the confused mass. Trains fared worse, and only a few
troops could be got through, although it had been estimated that at least 2,500 could be carried to
the port every hour. In this emergency the sand road was used by the soldiers and by the wagon
and pack trains. It was soon blocked as tight as the railway, and the nine miles lengthened to as
many leagues. Wagons broke down under their heavy loads in the deep sandbeds; jaded horses
and worn-out pack mules stumbled on and on and fell by the roadside, in the way of the tolling
rear, and the port that seemed so near at sunset seemed as far away as the pole before midnight.
The army had been suddenly set to a task that it had not prepared for and could not perform. It
began the inevitable abandonment of all impedimenta.... Rations were limited to the fourteen
days regular and ten days’ travel ration; and officers’ baggage was cut down from 250 to 80
pounds. Even the horses of the officers were left, and only six were allowed to each regiment.
The larger part of the cavalry was dismounted, and even the “rough riders” of Theodore
Roosevelt – inglorious without their steeds – were ordered to go to the front on foot. Lieut. Col.
Roosevelt said, very gallantly, that he would gladly go to the front if he had to go on “all
fours.”...
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Artillery en route to Port Tampa on a flatcar of the Jacksonville, Tampa & Key West Railway.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

I have already said that when the order to leave Tampa for Port Tampa came no one was
prepared to go. Every one, indeed, was thoroughly prepared to stay at least a week longer. No
one had any idea the army could be moved aboard the transports in less than forty-eight hours,
but the order was that the transports must sail by daylight Wednesday. Several hours after
daylight on Wednesday the headquarters staff reached the port and as coolly as possible in such
trying circumstances sat down to breakfast in Port Tampa Inn. Six hours thereafter not a
transport had started for Cuba. The army seemed immovable.
Another scene in the drama, and one that was not farcical, had just been enacted in the dimly
lighted plazza and corridor of the hotel. Many women, wives and daughters of army officers, had
sat through the night to see as much as possible of their loved ones before the ravage of shot and
disease in Cuba should thin their ranks. They sat almost silent in the gloomy halls, some with
hands touching, some with hands clasped; all rapt in that still communion of the soul as solemn
and as holy as any Eucharist. Now and then some would glide silently out of the group and pass
into the even more quiet and gloomier garden and sit or walk beneath the oleanders or the
oranges that recalled earlier and happier days. This scene was surely too holy to be turned into a
comedy; but before night these hearts, reunited, laughed at the sadness of that gloomy dawn.
Excitement reached its culmination in the early afternoon, when several transports steamed
down the harbor and sank below the horizon. All the troops thought the advance on Cuba had
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Loading transports at Port Tampa.
Photograph courtesy of Florida State Archives.

really begun and cheer after cheer went up as the lucky ships steamed past their sisters anchored
in the bay.
Suddenly the gunboat Castine shot from her anchorage and started after the disappearing ships.
As she passed among the transports she signaled: “Order to sail revoked. Await further orders.”
Night fell before she overtook the troopships in the lower bay and turned them back to the harbor
.... The matter? Why, Spanish gunboats had been sighted off Cardenas, off Kingston, off Key
West, off Dry Tortugas, off Havana, off the Florida coast – of every port in the waters of the
Gulf, Caribbean, and the straits. There was to be no expedition until all these ships had been
hunted down, and our transports were huddled together in the slip like a covey of quail!
The Florida, which had been rammed and cut to the water line by the Miami, was run into a
corner of the dock, where she was unloaded and abandoned. She is listed to port, but will not
sink. With this slight damage and the loss of a number of horses, the army and the fleet are in
perfect condition....
The whole harbor is aglow tonight. Over the black troopships the gunboats continually play
their searchlights, or flash them into the black night overhead....
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Loaded transports moving into Tampa Bay.
Photograph courtesy of Florida State Archives.

On Board the Olivette, Port Tampa Harbor, June 10. The fleet of transports still lies at anchor
in the bay or tied close to the dock. New York Times, June 14, 1898.
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Transports in Tampa Bay.
Photograph courtesy of Florida State Archives.
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